text (FOX's television drama 24) to describe and then critique an important philosophical falsehood. My premise is that this kind of critical engagement with popular culture can be just as valuable as the more interpretive approach, and that in many cases it may indeed be more significant, since the impact of letting philosophical mistakes go unchallenged in our culture may well prove to be more consequential than any effect we could hope for positive philosophical truths to produce.
One of the most important concepts in the field of political ethics is the idea of a moral dilemma -understood as a situation in which an agent's public responsibilities and moral imperatives conflict in such a way that no matter what the agent does she will in some way be committing a moral wrong. 2 In the aftermath of September 11, 2001 , there has been a profound reconceptualization of the common-sense notion of a moral dilemma in American political discourse, and one of the most important cultural forums for that conceptual revision has been the quintessential post-9/11 melodrama, FOX Television's 24. Many regard Jack Bauer (Kiefer Sutherland), the hero of 24, as a kind of avatar of the post-9/11 age. In the May 15, 2007 Republican debate in South Carolina, for example, presidential candidate Tom Tancredo had this to say about the question of torture:
You say that nuclear devices have gone off in the United States, more are planned, and we're wondering about whether waterboarding would be a bad thing to do? I'm looking for Jack Bauer at that time! … We are the last best hope of Western Civilization. When we go under, Western Civilization goes under.
More generally, conservative voices have praised the show for its "political and moral toughness." According to this view, 24 illustrates such "enduring truths" as these: "that war affords few opportunities for moral purity; that we must still have the courage to make distinctions between unpleasant options, and act on our choices; that one does not have to be innocent to be right." 4 The same article goes on to describe Jack Bauer as "basically a superhero" and to argue that the show teaches valuable moral lessons for the post-9/11 era:
24 as a whole is patriotic in its honesty about the nature of our adversaries and its refusal to indulge in the moral equivocation favored by the most critically lauded television dramas. You never hear CTU [Counter Terrorist Unit] characters wondering while perched over their computers, "Why do they hate us?" or fretting that "we're just as bad as they are."
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In the public mind, Jack Bauer is, if not the exemplary man of his era, at least a leading and widely touted candidate for that role.
This attitude says something rather troubling about our society's ethical outlook;
and we can see this perhaps most clearly through considering how 24 as a narrative proposes to revise the traditional philosophical notion of a moral dilemma for the post-9/11 age. Such an examination is what I undertake in this essay. Several recently published academic essays on 24 have suggested that the show is an especially promising forum for studying the concept of a moral dilemma. 6 I want to argue that on the contrary, given the show's implicit account of what a moral dilemma is, 24 is an exceptionally bad forum for considering what moral dilemmas are or how we should approach them. 4 Paul Beston, "Getting Dirty in Real Time," The American Spectator (July/August 2005). 5 Beston, "Getting Dirty." It is unclear which critically lauded dramas Beston is referring to in his later comment; to my knowledge, no character on The West Wing, for example, ever exhibits either of the two worries he outlines. 
The Ethics of 24
When 24 premiered in the fall of 2001, a few weeks after 9/11, its chief novelty was its unconventional narrative structure. Nothing like its gimmick of twenty-four episodes, each containing one hour's worth of action in "real-time," had ever been attempted before on television, and this aspect of it engaged the most critical comment at the time. But from the long view, 24's most novel contribution was not an innovation of style but rather of character. In Jack Bauer we find perhaps the first character on television (and one of a very few in literature more generally) who is both ready to perform torture and other atrocities at a moment's notice if necessary, and still meets the conventional standards of "hero" rather than "antihero." 7 Jack Bauer is not Tony Soprano: he is meant to receive not merely our empathy but also our admiration.
In some ways Bauer's approach to the moral dimensions of his actions implies that we are meant to regard him as the ultimate utilitarian. which served as a focus for the characters' energies. 14 In 24, the consistent "MacGuffin" that organizes the story is at any given moment what Bauer and his co-workers invariably describe as "our only lead." Anything that a CTU agent can characterize as constituting "our only lead" to the threatening conspiracy justifies our investing that "lead" with all the moral weight of the worst possible outcome.
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What exemplifies this sense of urgency in 24 perhaps better than anything else is the case of the so-called "ticking time bomb scenario" about which much has been written in the popular press since the events of 9/11. 16 The familiar scenario is this: if you knew a captured terrorist possessed vital intelligence about the imminent explosion of a nuclear device in an urban area, and also believed that torturing the terrorist was likely (though perhaps not certain) to yield the vital information (and that no other technique was likely to do so), is it morally permissible to authorize the torture? This is a grave philosophical question, and no ethicist I know denies the difficulty of resolving it in a way that accords with all our important normative intuitions. Michael Walzer was the first prominent philosopher to discuss the "ticking time bomb scenario" in his seminal article on the concept of a moral dilemma. 17 In that article, Walzer held that the ticking time bomb case was a quintessential instance of a moral dilemma. But he also insisted that it was an unusual and extreme case, and therefore not to be trusted as a general guide 14 Francois Truffaut, Hitchcock, rev. ed. (Paladin, 1978), esp. ch. 6, pp. 191-195. 15 On the corollary doctrine in post-9/11 foreign policy, see further Ron Suskind, The One Percent Doctrine (Simon and Shuster, 2007 to questions such as the moral permissibility of torture. 18 (Indeed, Jane Mayer has recently reported that throughout the thousands of interrogations since 9/11, the ticking time bomb scenario has "never actually occurred," according to "one of the few U.S.
officials with full access to the details.")
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The key to the ethical sleight of hand which 24 performs lies in recognizing its attempt to use the peculiarities of its real-time narrative structure to turn the ticking time bomb scenario into a constant state of being. Not only is the time bomb ticking, we even hear the ticking itself, audibly, in appropriately electronic digital tones, before and after each commercial break. The effect of this is to turn the extreme moral conditions of the ticking time bomb scenario into an everyday operating environment -such that our conclusions about that scenario, once reached, can be taken as a given in any future moral calculations without qualm, and without the necessity of having to rethink the quandary itself from the ground up. This has the predictable but nevertheless significant effect, as
we will see further below, of making it much easier to redefine the concept of a moral dilemma itself in a more accessible and user-friendly -and ethically permissive -style.
Varieties of Moral Dilemmas
In contemporary philosophical ethics, the concept of a moral dilemma implies the existence of a choice in which some degree of wrongdoing is unavoidable. 20 Like most philosophical concepts, the terminology is often applied more loosely than this in popular discourse. Any morally troubling or difficult choice may be described as a "dilemma":
but this looser popular sense of the term does not capture the interesting philosophical problem which the stricter definition captures. Moral choice is often difficult: what sets the concept of a dilemma apart is its requirement of a conflict of practical ethical imperatives resulting from an underlying and irresolvable conflict of moral values. It is this stricter sense of the term "dilemma" that is the focus of the analysis that follows.
At the same time as I am employing a strict definition of a moral dilemma, in seeking to trace the concept's exploration through a text like 24 there is no way to employ a strict measurement as well as a strict definition. To some degree dilemmas must always ultimately be dilemmas in the eye of the beholder: the dilemmatic character of a particular choice situation is always at least partly agent-relative, since a dilemma is just an irresolvable conflict of practical ethical imperatives for this agent in this choice situation. In studying the treatment of moral dilemmas in a text like 24, then, one's identification of specific choice situations confronting specific agents as dilemmas (or not) will require judgments that are necessarily subjective (though not of course arbitrary). Here I rely on Aristotle's injunction that the student of politics can apply to any given question confronting him just as much precision as the subject matter admits of, and no more. 21 We can study moral dilemmas in a text like 24 only by recognizing that our identification of some choice situations as dilemmas, and others as nondilemmas, will necessarily be subject to contestation and disagreement.
Nevertheless, while our subject matter may not admit of objective measurement, we can still be analytically rigorous in defining the criteria we use. So I want to begin by offering a distinction between a moral dilemma (strictly speaking) and a broader category of problem which I want to identify as a moral quandary. I offer the following definitions of the two terms:
• Moral dilemma (strictly speaking) -a choice in which, no matter what an agent chooses, she will be in some important sense doing something wrong -that is, in which there remains a residual wrongness to the choice not fully made up for by its benefits.
• Moral quandary -a broader category than that of a moral dilemma, this is a choice which contains substantial moral difficulty, even if there is a right course of action available -a troubling moral choice, though not necessarily an insoluble one. Moral dilemmas are a subcategory of moral quandaries.
In the analysis that follows, I will be concerned with 24's portrayal of both moral quandaries and moral dilemmas, though my focus will be on how 24's approach to ethical problems tends to collapse the distinction and thus erode the status of a moral dilemma as a special and specially meaningful type of moral difficulty.
Let me illustrate what I mean with reference to a moral dilemma from the first season of 24 which the show itself clearly recognizes as such. In Season 1, Jack Bauer's daughter Kim is kidnapped by terrorists plotting to assassinate presidential candidate David Palmer. The terrorists credibly threaten to kill Kim unless Bauer uses his security credentials to gain entrance to a Palmer campaign event and assassinate Palmer himself.
(1, 5am-8am). Bauer faces an ethical choice in which no matter what he does, he will in some sense be committing a moral wrong. 22 In this situation, the intractable nature of the dilemma results from a conflict of moral duties, neither of which Bauer can rightly abandon: his duty to protect innocent life and serve his country, on the one hand, and his special obligation to do whatever he must to protect his daughter's life, on the other. This
is not just a difficult ethical choice, requiring the moral agent to accept costs and make sacrifices, or to impose them on others. It is instead an insoluble dilemma, because there is no morally safe choice available to the agent: whatever Bauer does will, in some important sense, count as having done the wrong thing, and consequently he will, in some important sense, have become a morally guilty man. identifying what ordinary observers would standardly categorize as moral dilemmas and moral quandaries (as defined above), and then for comparing these standard dilemmas with the way they are characterized by the show 24. I therefore first offer two definitions of dilemmas or quandaries as they would be perceived by ordinary observers, which I call standard dilemmas and standard quandaries:
• Standard dilemma -a choice which an impartial and virtuous spectator, sharing roughly the values, sensibilities, and responsibilities of the agent, would tend to regard as constituting a moral dilemma (strictly construed).
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• Standard quandary -a choice which an impartial and virtuous spectator, sharing roughly the values, sensibilities, and responsibilities of the agent, would tend to regard as a moral quandary. (For example, I count every instance of lying and every instance of serious violence as a moral quandary, on the assumption that any impartial and virtuous agent would find any instance of lying or violence 23 On guilt as a feature of moral dilemmas, see Walzer, "Political Action: The Problem of Dirty Hands," along with Suzanne Dovi, "Guilt and the Problem of Dirty Hands," identification of them --that would be a basis for supposing that some larger piece of conceptual or ethical revisionism was at work.
Finally, therefore, since I will be concerned in this paper specifically with the portrayal of moral dilemmas by 24 -and since the situations 24 identifies implicitly as dilemmas may not be identical with standard dilemmas (indeed as we will see they are quite different) -I offer two additional categories of analysis, the 24 dilemma and the 24 quandary:
• 24 dilemma -a choice which 24 as a text treats as if it were a moral dilemma. -as indicated by the attention, tone, emphasis, and information given about the problem. (For example, character's statements of regret would be one important indicator that a choice counts as a 24 dilemma).
• 24 quandary -a choice which 24 as a text treats as if it were a moral quandaryas indicated by the attention, tone, emphasis and information given about the problem.
I employ these categories in my analysis of the show 24 in the subsequent sections of this paper.
What I find, in brief, is that 24 takes the tragic conflicts associated with true moral dilemmas and transposes them to a new register of melodrama that turns tragedy into farce. To characterize 24 as a farce in the technical sense, even loosely speaking, may seem perverse, since it is (overtly) among the most humorless shows in the history of television. (In six seasons, as best I can tell, no character has ever laughed, nor has any character ever made a joke). 25 But 24 does in effect recast tragedy as farce, by taking the melodramatic core of tragedy -and on at least one prominent theory of tragedy, value conflict is itself the substance of that core -and making it into a kind of parody of itself. 26 The rare choice situations which 24 is willing to treat as authentic moral dilemmas are in effect parodies of the standard account of a moral dilemma -baroque, grandiose, insoluble dilemmas invoking conflicts and consequences on an incalculable scale. The effect of this, as we will see, is to remove the idea of authentic moral dilemmas further and further from reality, while in turn devaluing and delegitimizing standard dilemmas wherever they occur, and particularly whenever they can plausibly invoke "the good of the nation" as their justification.
To be fair, it is doubtful that 24 deliberately aims to promote any particular moral or political vision. Rather, the moral and political ideology it adopts is the necessary backdrop for the narrative and (for want of a better word) artistic work it is trying to do:
namely, to carry the concept of melodrama through to its logical conclusion.
Nevertheless, the moral and political backdrop which 24 requires for its narrative to work So it is fair for philosophers to render some judgments about the work of cultural revisionism that 24 is, deliberately or not, undertaking in effect. The fact that 24 does not portray moral dilemmas in a manner consistent with the standard account is not a necessary consequence of either the show's form or of its forum. 28 It is instead a deliberate narrative choice, one deriving from a distinct philosophical outlook. I turn in the remaining sections of the paper to the problem of describing and then evaluating 24's view of moral dilemmas in the post-9/11 world.
Standard Moral Dilemmas in 24
For this paper, I reviewed the first five seasons of 24 (and I can report that there is wide variation in the quality and enjoyment of the various seasons as drama). I also conducted a closer study of Season 5, which was the year that 24 won the Emmy Award for Best Drama, and is considered by most viewers to have been at least among the show's best seasons. I coded the events of the 24 hours of that day according to the criteria discussed in the last section, identifying as a standard quandary any morally troubling situation and as a standard dilemma any choice characterized by a moral 27 Plato, The Republic, trans. Tom Griffith and ed. G.R.F. Ferrari (Cambridge University Press, 2000), 376e-417b, 595b-608b. 28 For comparison, see the subtle and intricately wrought moral dilemma presented contemporaneously with 24's first season (and shortly after the events of 9/11) on NBC's The West Wing, Season Three, episodes 21 ("We Killed Yamamoto") and 22 ("Posse Comitatus").
conflict not fully resolvable (employing my own subjective but educated ethical judgment in categorizing the choices). I followed a few rules consistently in coding: for instance, I coded as a standard quandary any instance of deception or betrayal not directed against an enemy; any act of violence not directed against an enemy; and any lethal use of violence when not in self-defense. 29 Any instance of torture conducted by a protagonist I automatically coded as a standard dilemma, on the view that there is always something residually wrong about torture even if it may conceivably be the best thing to do on balance. 30 Beyond this, I simply employed my own best judgment. I then further coded as a "24 quandary" or as a "24 dilemma" any standard quandary or standard dilemma which I felt 24 itself, as a text, acknowledged to be such (through attention, tone, emphasis, and related narrative techniques).
My close study of Season 5 confirmed an impression I had gained while watching the other seasons more casually: namely, that there is a significant discrepancy between the number of situations that would qualify as a "standard quandary" or "standard dilemma" under the criteria developed earlier and the number of cases that 24 itself acknowledges to be true moral quandaries or dilemmas. I first want to detail this discrepancy and offer some examples of it, and then draw my conclusion: that the discrepancy uses a variety of narrative devices to mask its controversial (and mistaken) revision of the traditional philosophical notion of a moral dilemma. 29 Whether it is ever right to use such means even against one's enemies is a question as old as Book I of Plato's Republic. If (contrary to my own belief) it is always wrong to do so, then my own coding will be substantially underestimating the number of moral quandaries and dilemmas in 24. (Who counts as an enemy is similarly tricky, but for simplicity's sake I count anyone who could reasonably be believed to be deliberately engaged in a crime or threat against the public as an "enemy" in the relevant sense. ) 30 See Michael Walzer, "Political Action: the Problem of Dirty Hands," cited above, for an argument supporting this presumption, along with Henry Shue, "Torture," Philosophy and Public Affairs 7 (1978): 124-143.
The first thing to note about the presence of moral quandaries and moral dilemmas in the narrative of 24 is that they are vastly more plentiful on the show than one would expect to find in ordinary life. In traditional philosophical ethics, a moral quandary (that is, a standard quandary) ought to be the exception rather than the rule in ordinary life, while a moral dilemma (that is, a standard dilemma) should be a very rare occurrence indeed. Standard quandaries should confront most moral agents infrequently, and the large majority of moral agents might be expected to go their whole lives experiencing at most a handful of standard dilemmas. This is of course partly a function of the various characters' roles and responsibilities in the story of 24: almost all of them work in the high-risk, high-consequence field of counter-terrorism or in the (notoriously)
ethically problematic field of politics and governance. Even counting for this, however, the scale of the discrepancy is quite striking. In Season 5 of 24, for example, the characters experience (by my count) a total of 89 separate standard quandaries and 39 separate standard dilemmas in one 24-hour period. This comes to approximately 3.7
quandaries and 1.6 dilemmas per hour. As Table One shows, there is a massive discrepancy between the number of (standard) moral dilemmas faced by the characters on 24 and the number that we would typically expect to be experienced by a small number of moral agents in reality in any 24-hour period, even in the high-stress, high-stakes world of counter-terrorism. The scale of this discrepancy is concealed, however, by the fact that 24 itself, using a variety of anticipating that they will start a firefight with the conspirators that will endanger many officers but may provide Bauer and company with an opportunity to escape.
In essence, Bauer is leading unsuspecting police officers to their death in a fight they are unlikely to win, in an attempt to provide cover for him to pursue his admittedly vital mission. Since Bauer is at this moment a renegade CTU agent, the officers would presumably not consent to take part in the firefight if its true purpose was known to them. There is perhaps a kind of necessity to Bauer's action, but a seeming wrongfulness as well.
The prevalence of standard quandaries and standard dilemmas in 24's narrative, on the one hand, and the discrepancy between 24's moral characterization of the situations and that dictated by the standard philosophical account, on the other, are in fact closely related: indeed they are essentially cause and effect. For it is the very proliferation of moral quandaries and dilemmas, I want to suggest, that helps to undermine the applicability of the standard philosophical account of a moral dilemma to the world of 24. In a world in which moral quandaries and dilemmas present themselves to us in such abundant supply, how can we not come to see these as commonplace and, eventually, as less problematic, reserving our recognition of true quandaries and dilemmas for those cases that truly are beyond the pale? And perhaps in the world that
Bauer and his associates "really" inhabit, this approach may make some sense as a psychological coping mechanism (though on the standard philosophical account it cannot be ethically permissible to simply move the goalposts in this way, as though the morally troubling aspects of these situations did not remain intact). But the danger is that 24 does not seem quite content to leave the matter there. The show's clear implication is that
Bauer and company are emblematic of the endemic problems confronting America in the post-9/11 age, and that consequently what goes for 24 goes, equally well, for the agents of America wherever they struggle against its terrorist enemies.
Dilemmas
How has 24 been able to consistently succeed in defining dilemmas down in this way? The answer lies in two narrative strategies the show employs. One, which we have just considered, is the proliferation of morally problematic situations, which helps to desensitize the viewer to the moral stakes of any particular choice through the sheer numbness induced by constant exposure to exacting ethical challenges. The other key method 24 uses to define dilemmas down is its strategy of substituting for the standard dilemma what I call a "24 dilemma": that is, the kind of choice that 24 itself, as a text, is willing to acknowledge as being genuinely dilemmatic.
What we are interested in here are moral quandaries that 24 itself characterizes as genuine dilemmas. Sometimes the moral conflict at stake is between the vast public consequences of a proposed action, on the one hand, and its relation to one's private A third category of 24 dilemma involves cases where the lives or wellbeing of a comparatively few innocent persons are traded to preserve a substantially greater number of lives, but by means of a deliberate choice to cause (or fail to prevent) the deaths of the few in such a way that they are deliberately (and usually fatally) wronged by the choice.
Examples of this include:
The Pre-Pardon of Nina Myers (2, 4pm-5pm) -Terrorist collaborator Nina Myers has information vital to stopping a nuclear attack on Los Angeles. She is offered immunity from prosecution for her information, but she feels she will never be safe as long as Bauer (whose wife she murdered) is still alive. She asks the President for a pardon for her own prospective murder of Bauer, effective before she commits it. The President must decide whether to include this unusual pardon provision in the immunity deal.
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The Execution of Ryan Chappelle (3, 5am-6am) -A vital lead developed by CTU regional director Ryan Chappelle promises to locate a money trail that will help capture terrorist Stephen Saunders, who is holding the country hostage with the threat of releasing a deadly virus. Only Chappelle possesses the expertise to follow up the lead effectively. Saunders informs the president that if Chappelle's body is not delivered to a specified location in one hour, he will release the virus.
The president must decide whether to order the execution of a loyal and innocent CTU agent to buy time to prevent the virus's release.
Nerve Gas in the Shopping Mall (5, 2pm) -Jack Bauer is following a group of terrorists to their hideout when he observes them entering a suburban shopping mall. The terrorists as a whole are in possession of twenty canisters of nerve gas, and Bauer and company fear that they plan to release one canister in the mall.
They consult the President, who must decide whether to prevent the release of nerve gas in the mall, or permit it in order to follow the terrorists back to their headquarters to hopefully forestall the release of the other nineteen canisters. An important part of what enables 24 to succeed in its redefinition of the traditional notion of a dilemma is that it manages consistently, through the device of the 24 dilemma, to turn the standard dilemma (that is, the moral dilemma proper) into a parody of itself. 24 dilemmas are so extreme, so far beyond the familiar boundaries of sane moral choice, that when a standard dilemma appears alongside it -when, for example, you put next to any of the mad circumstances described above a standard dilemma such as the decision to torture to obtain information vital to saving lives -it begins to appear not only rather prosaic but indeed also rather silly by comparison.
There is, in addition, one more important reason why 24 contains so few observable instances of what it is willing to acknowledge as a moral dilemma: and this is to be found in the unusual temporal compactness and concision of the show's narrative.
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Because events on 24 happen in real-time, there is very little opportunity for deliberation about the moral stakes and quality of the choice in question. But this in turn makes it much more difficult to generate an effective narrative representation of a moral dilemma.
To recognize a moral dilemma as such in the actions of others, we need to be able to observe some aspect of their deliberation, either before or after the fact.
This does not mean, however, that a drama like 24 is incapable of representing a moral dilemma, as shown by the few but clear cases depicting a 24 dilemma. What it means instead is that the scale of the moral conflict or consequences engaged by a dilemma in 24 must be truly extraordinary, far beyond the bounds of the standard case, in order to engage our heroes' attention as containing any moral significance at all. And this in turn results in our gradual and subtle acquiescence in this redefinition of what counts as genuine moral conflict. It works a quiet magic over its viewers, one which incrementally redraws the boundaries of our moral outrage to make them more conducive to the moral extremism of a post-9/11 age.
The Moral of the Story
33 On the narrative impact of these aspects of the show, see Paul A. Cantor, "Jack in Double Time: 24 in Light of Aesthetic Theory," in 24 and Philosophy. Cantor's account of the use of Shakespearean "double time" in 24 reinforces my claim that 24's use of its time scheme to define dilemmas down is a deliberate narrative choice, since if the show wanted to use ethical deliberation as a device to signify the moral difficulty of a particular decision, Cantor's "double time" would presumably afford a convenient means of accomplishing it.
The first great book in the Western tradition to argue for a philosophically coherent politics, Plato's Republic, also argued that the most serious danger to such a politics lay in the power exercised over a community by its culture, and specifically by its modes of entertainment. In the Republic, Socrates famously declared that the poets and the tragedians would have to be banished from his ideal Kallipolis because of the threat their compelling arts posed to the virtue of its inhabitants. Notoriously, Plato went on to apply this principle to promote a wide-ranging censorship of seemingly innocuous beliefs and stories, giving Plato's arguments on these points a (largely deserved) reputation for puritanism and paranoia. Yet Plato is surely right about one key point: namely, his claim that there is a deeply political dimension to poetry and drama, since they claim to tell us important truths about the character of the good life and the qualities of fine and just actions. 34 Narratives -especially narratives about heroes and their deeds -are seductive:
they invite not only our enjoyment, but our surrender to their spell. For any audience captivated by this spell of the narrative arts, "the pleasure they take in what happens to others necessarily carries over into what happens to them." 35 The myths in which we revel tonight gradually and insensibly become the practices we live out tomorrow.
Culture matters: and thus the various philosophical and moral lessons implied by our culture matter as well. They matter because they help to define our sense of the morally possible and impossible; they matter because they shift our ethical focus, and define our ethical blind spots. When a show like 24 helps to conceive, however casually, a vital philosophical concept like that of a moral dilemma, its effects may potentially be much wider (at least in the short term) than that of the most sophisticated academic 34 The Republic, 599b-601d. 35 The Republic, 606b.
